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Is it possible to have too many irons in the 
fire?  Too many projects to want to complete 
in a short amount of time?  All the while 
watching time pass by quickly and wondering 
if I will get anything accomplished not 
realizing the importance of networking and 
making connections and building 
relationships.  But time is ticking.  One 
measure that I have is a bottle of anti-malaria 
pills, one tablet per day, a ten month supply.  
The bottle is still quite full, but I wonder how I 
will feel, when I have less than a month’s 
supply and the realization hits that it is time 
to head back to the US and leave a place that 
has become a home to me and people that 
are like family. I am choosing to live each day 
to the fullest. Each day I have learned to 
expect the unexpected. There are really no 
great pressures that I complete a project in 
the course of time.  I was given sage advice 
on Thanksgiving by my eldest son.   These 
things take time and I am probably on track, 
three months into a ten-month stay.  And if 
truth be known, I think things are starting to 
click.  It is probably too soon to wax 
nostalgic; I still have seven months to go and 
I want to make each day count. November 

was a busy month.  Obviously, since I am 
writing this in December.   

African Storybook Project 

As with just about everything in my life right 
now, I heard about the African Storybook 
project on Facebook 
(http://africanstorybook.org). I became 
intrigued with the concept of original stories 
published for children in local African 
languages, for which it was permissible to 
translate to other languages, download, read 
online, save to file, or to print. Through 
Facebook, I virtually met Peace Corps 
Volunteer Ben Rearick who virtually 
introduced me to Mezemir Girma in Debre 

Birhan ደብረ ብርሃን, an English instructor at 

Debre Birhan University and also a 
bookstore/private library owner who 
conducts publishing workshops on the side. 
He is the leading expert on ASb in Ethiopia 
and has administrative privileges to approve 
content for upload to the site. 

Ben and I proposed a poster together for the 
African Library Association conference in 
Yaounde, Cameroon in May and later 

presented a similar poster at the American 
Library Association annual conference in 
Chicago in June.  We met in person for the 
first time in Yaounde and delivered the 
poster. All preparations for the poster were 
done online. 

 

Once I was assured that I had the Fulbright 
Scholar award, I applied for a small grant 
from the International Library and Cultural 
Exchange Interest Group and received that 
award.  The purpose of the grant was to 
conduct workshops, publish at least one title 
and print out copies for distribution. Upon 
my arrival in Ethiopia, I contacted Mezemir 
and set up a date, the first weekend in 
November.  We agreed to conduct the first 
workshop in Debre Birhan at his 
bookstore/library.   

I had never been to Debre Birhan.  Each time 
I mentioned it to someone, I was told that it 
was very cold.  It is in the Amhara region, 
about 120 km northeast of Addis Ababa.  At 
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2,840 meters (9,317.58 ft.), it is nearly twice 
the elevation of Denver, so indeed has the 
potential to be cold.  I had two options to 
travel there:  fly to Mekelle and take a bus or 
fly to Addis and take a bus.  I decided to fly to 
Addis and hired a driver for the two hour 
drive.  This allowed me also to do some 
business while in Addis.   

We conducted an all-day workshop Saturday, 
November 4th on early childhood literacy 
and incorporating children's book publishing 
through first language materials, in our case 
Amharic, Afan Oromo, and Tigrigna. The 
venue was the Ras Abebe Aregay Library, 
Debre Birhan.  It was sponsored by the Ras 
Abebe Aregay Library and funded by the 
International Library Cultural Exchange 
Interest Group, Colorado Association of 
Libraries.  The goal of the workshop was to 
promote early childhood literacy and to 
brainstorm on ideas for a future published 
book for ASb. At the end of the workshop 
participants had a considerable acquaintance 
with the ASb, reading aloud and children’s 
literacy.  

 

As part of the workshop, I described different 
types of books: board books, wordless books, 
cloth books, different types of illustrations, 
titles in Amharic and Tigrigna, and books for 
early readers.  I also gave a demonstration on 
reading aloud for story times and several 
participants read selected books to the 
group. 

  

We also discussed the importance of early bi-
lingual reading as well as the importance for 
children to hear language spoken and read 

early and repeatedly during their 
developmental stages. 

Mezemir demonstrated both the users’ and 
administrator’s side of the ASb website.  He 
also distributed printed copies of some of the 
ASb titles.  At the end of the conference, he 
gave each participant a flash drive with the 
Amharic titles.   

 

We took time out to brainstorm on a 
potential story to come out of the workshop.  
Since I had seen female Bajaj drivers in Debre 
Birhan, and nowhere else, I suggested that 
we write a story where the driver was female.  
The final story is in the works. 

 

 

Final comments from the participants 
included increased training, incorporating 
stories from the countryside onto the ASb 
website, increased numbers of titles in local 
languages, creating an association of 
librarians and others interested in children’s 
literacy, distributing the ASb books in print 
since many rural schools are without 
electricity, and consider fundraising ideas to 
recover costs of printing. 

Mezemir and I are in continued contact with 
the hopes of another workshop or two and 
the completion of a story for printing and 
publication. 

 

St. Mary of Tsion Festival  

The big event for the month was the St. Mary 
of Tsion Festival held at the St. Mary of Tsion 
church.  This annual event was months in the 
planning and pilgrims and other visitors came 
from the four corners of the world to attend. 
The church is near the obelisk field and is a 
tourist attraction in and of itself.  Within the 
compound is housed the Ark of the Covenant 
and a museum.  

Room rates at the hotels skyrocketed in price, 
bringing a much wealthier clientele to the 
community.  It was a great boon to the 
economy to be sure.  The focus was on prayer 
and mindfulness, but there were also many 
opportunities for people to renew friendships 
and share family times.  There was a feeling of 
a large carnival with booths filled with food 
and drink.  It was a time for visitors and local 
residents to dress for the occasion and wear 
their more expensive local dress and braid 
their hair in stylish fashion. 

 

Families invite friends and family for food and 
drink and I was invited to several co-workers 
homes enabling me to meet my co-workers 
families. 
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The Axumite Heritage Foundation had an 
open house (as opposed to a grand opening).  
We spent days if not weeks in preparation, 
installing shelving, moving books, cleaning, 
and organizing.  Outside there was a great 
push to complete the landscaping.  The entire 
compound has been transformed.  There 
were many visitors who participated in the 
open house, filled with praise for the building, 
the grounds, and the founder, Dr. Tsehaye 
Teferra.  

  

I was displaced from the hotel in which I was 
staying, and housed at Dr. Tsehaye’s 
brother’s place.  I am ever grateful to return to 
the hotel with wifi and other 
accommodations.  The hotel staff is also very 
happy to see me.  

Koha Software Installed 

Koha is an open source software (free of any 
licensing fees) that serves as a platform for an 
online bibliographic catalog.  When I was in 
Axum over a year ago, the ICT person had just 
installed the software, but was a little unsure 
of what the next steps were.  When I arrived in 
August, I was dismayed to find that not a 
single bibliographic record had been loaded 
and when I asked for an administrative 
password, none was to be found.  A library 
without a catalog is bordering on useless.  
Ever patient, I asked the status from different 
people every few weeks.  If nothing else I am 
persistent.  But requests were falling on deaf 
ears until the new ICT director and I spoke 

about the mutual frustrations.  He assigned 
the task of reloading the software to Eskindir 
Asmelash, who dedicated the next two weeks 
to the task, working late into the night and on 
weekends.  The software is loaded and now it 
is up to Berihulay and me to configure it, no 
small feat in itself.   

As an aside, I was having a major housing 
crisis as the university decided that it wanted 
to move me from one hotel to another.  After 
a few calls to the American Embassy and 
getting a call from my lifeline in Denver, the 
crisis was averted and I was allowed to stay at 
the Sabian hotel. But I also realized I needed 
to change my attitude about my office 
situation.  I had been placed in an office on the 
third floor away from students, away from 
staff, away from everyone. It was isolated and 
lonely. The internet did not work well and 
there was no wifi. I was not productive. And to 
make matters worse, I was told there was no 
place on campus that served food or drink.  
Two months into my stay I find out that there 
is indeed a place for tea, but the assumption 
was that I wouldn’t eat there. I requested 
permission from the director to move to the 
Cataloging and Documentation department 
with Berihulay and crew. The director agreed, 
but then rumors arose that he was looking at 
alternative sites.  I went straight to Berihulay 
and asked to move into his department.  That 
same day, Berihulay made it happen. I 
suppose I needed the time to search out the 
right match of colleagues to share an office 
and this is a dream come true. It makes it 
easier to collaborate, especially as we 
configure the Koha software.    It has made all 
the difference.  People come and go, visit, and 
we go out to tea. 

 

Open Access Publishing 

One of my stated projects for the Fulbright 
award was to explore open access publishing 
in Ethiopia. After three months, I was 
beginning to think this was a project that was 
just not going to happen. Communication 
issues, lack of infrastructure, isolation were 
all impediments to pursuing this goal. I was 
all but resigned to give up on this aspect of 
studies. 

Then by chance I spoke to an instructor while 
I was waiting for transportation from the 
university into town. Kiros Gebretsadik 
teaches in the Agriculture department on the 
Shire campus and was exploring options 
about publishing an open access journal with 
the university. He asked me if I would be 
willing to give a presentation on the Shire 
campus to fellow instructors and to the 
administrative staff. He arranged 
transportation to Shire and Tuesday I was 
finally able to visit the campus. 

Shire is about 60 km from the Aksum 
campus. It is a beautiful ride filled with 
winding roads and hairpin turns. So much 
about this region reminds me of Colorado. 
Kiros and I had a spirted conversation about 
the university, publishing, and Axum, a place 
that is becoming more and more like home 
to me.  

After lunch we took a quick tour of the 
campus, (people hopped on and off the 
vehicle throughout the trip) and visited the 
library, where I met Hagos, the department 
head, visited the periodicals and 
documentation area, and viewed the general 
reading room. I was duly scolded (deservedly 
so) for having been in Axum for three months 
and not yet visited the Shire campus. There 
are no excuses. 

 

The presentation went well. Some faculty 
and many library staff attended. Next steps 
involve making a decision to publish an open 
access journal under the aegis of Aksum 
University. 
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Then for the quiet, but beautiful drive back 
home to Axum. Have I said how much this 
part of Ethiopia reminds me of Colorado? 
Except for maybe the camels...... Because I 
have been asked several times about camels 
in Axum, I decided to count them on my way 
back: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6…..oh my goodness! There 
was a herd approaching on the road. Soon 
we were totally engulfed by camels. I asked 
the driver? Sint? (How many?) Hamsa? (50). 
He replied silsa (60).  

 

Everyday is an adventure!  

I am grateful to Kiros Gebretsadik for inviting 
me to campus. I hope that we can partner in 
projects together in the very near future. 

Print Publishing 

While in Addis I was able to meet with Tsion 
Kiros at Midako Publishing. The publisher’s 
website is www.midakopublishing.com and 
her contact information is 
info@midakopublishing.com 

We had a great conversation about the 
importance of first language children’s book 
publishing. I was able to purchase a single 
copy of four picture books in Amharic, four 
chapter books in Amharic, with two 
corresponding chapter books in English: 
“Sara’s Quest” and “Back in Time and the 
decodable books are available on Amazon 
and I was able to download all the titles here 
in Ethiopia. 

She is willing to translate these titles into 
Tigrigna to further expand the readership at 
the Axumite Heritage Foundation Library.  

Be sure to “like” Midako Publishing on 
Facebook as well as the new Axumite 
Heritage Library Facebook page. 
https://www.facebook.com/Midakobooks/  

 

 

Visitors    

Axum is a tourist destination and at the drop 
of a hat I discover that someone has just 
popped in.  I expected that from Peace Corps 
Volunteers, but not necessarily by random 
Embassy personnel or, say, the Ambassador 
to the African Union.  This month I met with 
David Kennedy, Public Affairs Officer at the 
American Embassy; Meg Riggs, Deputy 
Counselor, Political and Economic Affairs, 
American Embassy; and Ambassador Mary 
Beth Leonard, African Union (complete with 
body guard).  Meg and Mary Beth were great 
fun, especially when we went to Antika for 
cultural night of traditional dancing.  

A favorite question from people on the 
street, is “Janet, do you remember me?”  And 
then a game of twenty questions ensues.  
Yihdego Abai, a committee member from 
Denver Sister Cities did just that in the lobby 
of the Sabean hotel.  When he mentioned 
that he was building a guest house, it finally 
sunk in. Yes, another visitor from Denver. 

 

RPCV Bill Graff did give me a few days’ 
notice.  Good thing, because I was traveling 
back from Debre Birhan at the time.  He had 
donated half of the Chromebooks and 
wanted to check out the library as part of his 
country-wide visit.  

 

   

The Axumite Heritage Foundation held an 
open house for the library to a large crowd 
during the St. Mary of Tsion Festival Among 
the visitors was the aunt of a good friend, 
Abeba Negash, from Denver. We met at 
Abeba's house a year or so ago.  

 

Finally, I received a text from a good friend 
from Mekelle at 11:00 p.m.  Girmay Gebru 
and I met for breakfast the next day and had 
tea that night.  He is a journalist for BBC and I 
have known him for seven years….no twenty 
questions on this one. He was doing a story 
on a successful woman farmer, took a trip to 
Debre Damo, and he toured the Heritage 
library and was very impressed.   

 

 

 

https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.midakopublishing.com%2F&h=ATNxQQxb6UjN5rVcIaevCpWWJMavHgTiJPHLLHm6g30i0Vk5Htnb5tqa59ZeOJ-b2qk16nhWN_B6aPXsuHWkus2iVORB-BRSrMdGbBtPf681KecYTIQrVUItJi3IEaR63KFZOus3LbX_bsOdrAqIK_tqm5v4R6Jbbb98W5NFeI6piDVDwYmHqLBbkQsEmCKroLYfNjoXfdRv04naPWlG7ppTLyk1QCVilsB7Ef7sRYIGps5-ytVhRDR8aF2NCB4MWbju3XmWQ5eldzyVg9b0ZY3j5h-gW0NOkQ
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Girmay and I met in Mekelle in 2010 when he 
was reporting on the library that I established 
there.  In addition he wanted to do a story on 
Bajaj drivers, so I set him up with a friend 
who not only owns a Bajaj, but is now the 
owner of a touring van.   

 

The Future 

December will be work as usual. Since classes 
didn’t start until October and since Christmas 
or Gena as it is called here, is late December 
early January, the semester will proceed as 
usual.  I anticipate that we will configure the 
Koha software shortly and start cataloging 
books soon. 

Holidays are always a little different, but 
Jeremy and I have been invited to a Filipino 
Christmas on or about December 25th.  Roast 
pig anyone?   

 

 

 

 

 


